Decreased frequency and function of circulating plasmocytoid dendritic cells (pDC) in hepatitis B virus infected humans.
The Type 2 precursor plasmacytoid dendritic cells (pDC) represent the most important cell type in antiviral innate immunity. To understand the function of pDC during hepatitis B virus infection, the frequency and function of circulating pDC were analyzed by flow cytometric analysis, and IFN-alpha secretion of total PBMCs was determined by ELISA assay in 25 healthy subjects and 116 patients at various stages of chronic hepatitis B virus infection (CHB). The number of circulating pDC was found to be significantly lower in patients with CHB and associated liver cirrhosis (LC). The ability of PBMCs to secrete IFN-alpha also decreased significantly. There was a corresponding decrease of circulating NK cells and CD8+ T cells. We observed that lamuvidine antiviral therapy restored the number of circulating pDC and there was a reversal of pDC frequency with the control of HBV replication in chronic HBV patients, indicating these subjects are unlikely to be totally immunocompromised. The decrease of pDC was found to be related to nosocomial infections in LC patients. Our results suggest that CHB patients probably have a quantitative and qualitative impairment of circulating pDC or NK cells, which may be associated with HBV persistent infection as well as the nosocomial infections that arise in LC patients.